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Chapter | 


Author's Notes: 
Written for MetFicmas in July 2022. 


Prompt: "James/Jason: 80s or 90s. Bittersweet bonding in the artifical light of Christmas fairy lights. Can 


include smut, but doesn't have to." 


Title courtesy of The Magnetic Fields 


Late night, 
Last car. 


Lonely, bumpy, solitary train. 


Lights flickered overhead. Mechanical screeches accompanied the lurch of the cars over the tracks. 


James flicked the volume button upward one tick. It didn't go; at max already. He released it, defeated. The 
discman dropped the few inches between his lap and the hard plastic of the seat at his side, the music 


skipping. 

A week ago, Jason left. 

His eyes swam as he'd watched the overburdened pickup turn out of sight, tie-downs straining against the load. 
A mental image of an errant sofa cushion tumbleweeding down a deserted Nebraskan highway intruded upon 
his misery. 

It was doomed from the start - a casual fling. 


Stupid to get invested. An exercise in futility. 


But the way Jason's body had felt under his own on those crisp nights made it seem worth it at the time. 
Worth the inevitable. 


ls it better to have loved and lost, than to have never.. 
„dammit 


Pondering the sensibility of that oft repeated platitude nearly brought unwelcome tears to his eyes on the 
public train. He put a halt to the thought, wrangling his ragged emotions back into check. 


Twenty more minutes to home. Just keep it together until then, 


He was doing chin-ups, shirtless, in his open garage during a late September heat wave the first time James 
saw him. A collection of svelte muscles and pale limbs, James ogled the man with a prurient curiosity from 
the safety of his new house across the street. For a short time, he was perfectly happy to peep from afar. 
No name on the mailbox, James thought of him only as ‘Neighbor’. 


After a week's worth of stealing glances at Neighbor through the kitchen blinds, James formulated a plan. 


It would go like this: 


e Take the dog out; walk down the street. 


e A nonchalant performance: a little low wave, a grimace of a smile so as not to come across as too 


eager. 


e Repeat daily. Make note of workout time. 


He thought a couple of weeks was plenty to let Neighbor get used to seeing him around. James earned either a 
wave or a smile every time the act played out. Once he even received a, "Hey," resulting in a yelp from his 


shepherd mix who strained against the leash in enthusiasm. 


James made his big move in October. Unseasonably warm once again, Neighbor wore only satiny, red, gym 


shorts that day. High on the thigh. A relic of a decade prior. 


Though no longer the shy boy he'd once been, James still found it easier to navigate any social interaction by 
going in with a game plan. He'd spent that day's walk plotting the perfect introduction in his head, however, at 
that precise moment he was paused well outside Neighbor's garage on the concrete, awkward in his stance, and 
could not speak. He'd somehow lost all memory of what he'd planned to say once confronted with the reality of 
having come within mere feet of Neighbor. James picked at a piece of fuzz on his jeans and looked to his 


surroundings for help. 

"Cool car, man." It wasn't. 

"Thanks." Neighbor grinned, friendly and unfazed by James's sarcasm. He eyed the aging beater parked in the 
drive. "Its actually my roommate's. Was my roommate's. He moved out a couple months ago. He's coming back 
for it. He says." 

James wondered at the hint of bitterness in his tone. 

"Guess it belongs to you now. Heh." 

Neighbor pivoted from the topic of the car. "So you've been here, what, a month? How you liking it so far?" 
"Well, it's nicer than my last spot.” He paused a moment, reaching into his mind to pull out fragments of 
rehearsed talking points. "We're still getting used to being somewhere different, but | had to find a place with a 
yard for this guy" He gently shook the leash. 

Nodding in understanding, Neighbor rolled the set of hand weights he'd been using under the bench with his 


foot, and lifted a dry towel to the back of his neck. "Makes sense. You been checking out all the parks around 


here, too?" 


"Not really. I'm, uh, new to the area. Well, new to town, at least." James tripped over the words, but his 


inelegance was ignored. 


"Did you buy it? Or you renting? I'm renting." He ran his hands over his sweaty ponytail. Shifted his weight. 


James watched a trickle of wetness run down his temple. 


"Just renting. Trying to save up. Ya know." 


"Oh, do I," he began, but neglected to elaborate. With a half-smile he stepped, or rather, he bounced from the 


shade of the garage into the late-afternoon sunlight, approaching James with easy confidence. "I'm Jason." 
"James. Nice to meet ya. This is Carl" He gestured downward. 


Carl panted and looked lovingly up at James, too well-behaved to make a move toward Jason without 


permission. 
"He's friendly. You can pet him if you want." 


Jason squatted to scratch the dog's head, his face an inch from Carl's, the latter of whom took the 
opportunity to lick a swath of flushed skin from cheek to eyebrow. Jason took it in stride. 


Amused, James asked, "A dog guy, then?" 
"Oh yeah. Animal guy. | grew up on a farm." 
"In California?" 


"No, I'm from the Midwest. Michigan" Jason regarded Carl with an admiring squint as he stroked the baby-soft 
fur around his ears. "Where you from?" 


"Not too far away. South of Los Angeles." 


James could see directly into the leg of the shorts, Jason's thighs wide in his crouched stance as he continued 


to lavish attention on Carl. 
He stared. No underwear. 


The sight briefly derailed his train of thought again, but he managed to regroup enough to ask 
Jason the prepared question 


"How'd you like to come over for a drink sometime? This house came with a grill, and it would be nice to have 


company over when | break it in. Feels like a waste, grilling for one." 


Back on track Finally 

Jason, genuinely touched by the offer, smiled up at him between Carl's intermittent nuzzles and pawing, 
"Yeah, that sounds excellent! How's this weekend?" 

Surprised beyond measure by Jason's eagerness, he stumbled over his words. "Sure, oh yeah. That'll be, uh - 
that's perfect" 

That night he replayed the scene over and over, mental cliff notes coming in rapid-fire. 

When dd | get so awkward again? Thought that phase was long gone 

Roommate,’ hed said. Could be code. Seemed strained and didnt roll off the tongue 

He sure seemed to want to get to know me better 

Or he just wanted to get together to drink Free beer and grub in it for him. Could be a mooch 


Then again, there had been no macho front, no posturing. Just genuine conversation. For all his plotting, it had 


turned out better than expected despite his being tongue-tied. 


James had managed to glance around the garage during their chat. Neat and tidy, it held only a two-seater 
truck and a decent setup of workout equipment alongside empty frames and an easel. He noted a distinct lack 
of the busty-babe posters that were ubiquitous in the home-workout spaces of his straight friends. He 
thought about what that might mean. 


It was another lifetime ago that he was last excited about meeting someone new; one of music and travel and 


love and sex. He was just a puppy then, innocent and unaware of the doom that had lain ahead. 

If this guy, this Jason, was maybe not-so-straight he might have more than a new drinking buddy, but if the 
cards didn't stack in his favor, James figured he could settle for a friendship. And, boy, he didn't want to count 
how long it had been since he'd had anything close to even that. Better not to think about it, he reminded 


himself. 


We're fine on our own, Carl and me. 


"You guys live together for a long time?" 


James had Jason in the captivity of his backyard, having come through on the promise of a barbeque. He 
tossed prying questions out while digging around in the built-in shelves for a torch lighter. The ignition button 
on the grill wouldn't cooperate. 


Jason made himself right at home, comfortably leaning back against the picnic table, beer in hand. "Since 


January of ‘I, so, yeah, | guess you could call it a long time. Depends on your definition” 

F Im defining him as your boyfriend, James thought, then that's substantial 

"How d'you mean?" he pressed, instead. 

"Well, if you look at time as days-months-years in a linear way, then no, it wasn't very long. But if you divide 
life up into experiences and put the weight on the importance of certain events, then, yes, it was significant 


and it certainly felt like a long time to me." 


It was beyond the answer James had expected. Mentioning the significance? Of a simple roommate? He 


wondered how far he could push this line of questioning before outing himself. 


"He better come back for the car soon," Jason added. "I'm out of here for good at the end of the year. 
Everything's gotta go." 


James spun the lighter around his first finger by the handle, having by this time discovered it stuffed behind 
multiple sets of used tongs. All the fidgeting gave away his surprise at this new bit of information 


"You're leaving?" Despite having just met him, James felt a pang of disappointment. 

"Going home." 

"Michigan?" 

"Michigan. l'm taking a big role on my family's farm. My parents aren't getting any younger, and neither am |. 


California's done for me. Truthfully, this has been a long time coming. When to say when is one of the single 


most important things in life. When. To. Say. When. Ya know? And it's time." 


James was dumbfounded. He could never picture himself leaving The Bay that he loved so much, let alone 
anyone else wanting to depart from the beauty of the west coast for some random state in the middle of the 
country. He turned away from Jason under the guise of lighting the gas but instead did it to hide his 


confusion. 
"That'll be a big change." 


"| welcome it. I've been here for a decade and things are not what they used to be. | thought my life was 


moving in one direction, and then all of a sudden, there it was, moving completely the opposite way." 


Jason was animated when he spoke; intense. James found it cute, the way he seemed to burst at the seams 
with ebullience. 


"And what direction was that?" Judging by the way Jason had crossed his arms over his chest at the last 
words, he thought it prudent to add, "If you don't mind me asking.” 


‘I'm almost thirty. I'm single now. My job's a dead end, and I'm just flailing here. That sort of direction 


"Hear ya on all that," James commiserated. "I left my last gig when | moved out of the city since the commute 


was murder on the bike. Still haven't found anything new." 

"Cause this economy is shit." 

"Certainly is." 

Jason finished off his drink. He looked James dead in the eyes as he did so, a little sparkle there. 

"Care for a refill?" he asked James, hospitable, even though Jason was his quest. 

"Sure. Case is in the fridge. You'll find it" 

Left alone, James got cooking, only half-paying attention to the fire as he read into every minor detail Jason 
had divulged about his life. He was strategizing as to how to quest further into Jason's admission that he was 
"single now" when his thoughts were interrupted by a sound from inside the house. 

An instrument being tuned. 

Unmistakable. 

Strings long ignored being stretched back into place. 

*Twang*. 

And then 

James just listened. He caught what sounded like a bass line from.. was it a Rush song? but he couldn't quite 
make it out over the sizzling in front of him, and with no amplifier to project the sound. Even from the little 
he could perceive at this distance, his talent was unmistakable. 


No way, James thought. 


"You play," he stated once Jason reemerged with a fresh beer for each of them. 


"Bass, mostly. | started on guitar but switched over as a kid" Jason's excitement was infectious. "| was in a 
couple bands. With my main one we played all over the West Coast. Man.." He squinted through the trees lining 
the yard at something imagined in the distance. "Those were some wild times." 


"Got up to some no-good shenanigans, eh?" 


He refocused back on James, eyes still aglow with the mist of memory, and grinned as if appreciating a shared 


joke. 


"Oh, here and there, but nothing I'd call truly bad behavior. Just the usual. Lots of partying. | used to miss it 


more, but now l'm just glad for the experience." 


No stranger to that lifestyle himself, James smiled privately down at the flames. He pictured a youthful Jason, 
boundlessly energetic, playing on stage in front of a crowd. He bet it had looked incredible. 


Neither was Jason's brand of nostalgia unfamiliar to him, his memories of a similar time in his life something 
he'd, for years, efforted to keep stored in hidden recesses of his mind. He envied Jason's sunny outlook on the 


past. 


"Hell of a guitar you got up there with the bass. You looking for someone to jam with? It's been a while since 


I've gotten a good session in" 


James froze at the suggestion, thankful that he had his back turned. The pained expression he wore would 


have warranted an explanation. 


He threw a quick, "Yeah, | dunno," over his shoulder and went back to poking the burgers with the corner of 


the metal spatula as if they required his undivided attention 
Jason was undeterred. "What kind of music do you play?" 

"Metal 

"Hal" Jason slapped the picnic table. "I could have guessed" 

James turned to look at him, an eyebrow cocked 

"The hair," he explained. He pointed first at James's long blonde ponytail, then shook his own with a flamboyant 
toss, as though to demonstrate the obvious. "And, c'mon man, you got a flying V in your house. What band? 


Would | know it?" 


James shrugged without answering and waved his hand as if it hadn't been memorable enough to even mention 


No big deal. 


The burgers were ready and James was grateful for an excuse to change the subject. 
He hovered a bun above the grill 


"Toasted, or no?" 


Chapter 2 


Author's Notes: 
In case you were wondering: https://enwikipediaorg/wiki/Bay_to_Breakers 


And also https://enwikipediaorg/wiki/Die_Hard if you were confused as to how two people named John McClane 
and Hans Gruber factored into this story 


James sat in his living room gazing at the wall before him. 
Mounted on the right was a white, electric guitar. 
A foot to the left of it, a black bass with gold detail hung. 


Ornamental only, they represented the old James. A James that haunted him. A James that he couldn't quite 
shake. 


Jason's eager offer to jam together was nagging at him, and if he was honest, he found the idea enticing. But. 
It would require him to take that guitar off the wall. 


He wasn't sure he could do it without reexamining the last six years, and that obstacle was one he'd worked to 


avoid at all costs, lest the weight overwhelm him. 
Then again, time with the spunky little neighbor was limited, and he wanted to take all he could get. 


James crossed the room to gently run his fingers along the fretboard of the bass, feeling the ridges, 
remembering the hands that had once so gracefully flown over them. 


They'd met, what, was it ten years ago already? Shit, time had flown He was the whole reason James had left 
Los Angeles to begin with, and now look. Alone and in the suburbs. All their old friends dispersed and secure in 
their lives, getting married and even divorced, and yet, here he was with no job, his prospects minimal, and 


pining over his maybe-straight neighbor. 


"He plays bass, too," James said to the tuning pegs, as though the bits of metal were sentient. He plucked a 


string causing the whole thing to pendulum in its mount. 


He recounted the events of the past weekend. Jason playing this very instrument. It felt so good to hear it 
being used, even if the lack of restringing had caused it to fall out of tune by the time a riff had been 


finished. 


James missed that sound. Missed it more than he'd known, He'd been so empty, avoiding any type of real 
connection for so long and yet - here was a spark. Jason was bringing something back to life, something long 
entombed within him. 


Stepping over to the guitar, James regarded it coolly. He thought for a second about simply lifting it into his 
hands, just to feel the familiar sensation of his fingertips pressing into the strings. He remembered the way 
music would stream out of him, the phrases flowing as readily as water from a faucet. The careful arranging 
and rearranging. The collaboration. The gathering of input from his companions until something meaningful came 


from it all. 


The lump that had been threatening to grow larger in his throat decided to burn and boil as he pictured 
himself trying to write alone. He flashed back to 198b, and the memory nearly dropped him to his knees. 


his is why, James, he told himself. This is why you don't write anymore. This is why you don't play. 


He pinched the bridge of his nose; squinted both eyes shut. Youre gonna need fo get your shit together if you 


ever want fo play with Jason without freaking him out 
Still, he stared at it. 


Silent and patient, it remained. 


The invitation itself was a test. 


Conversation had remained light in the days following the barbeque, and James was getting desperate for any 


indication of Jason's persuasion. 


It wasn't for lack of trying on James's part. He made excuses to stop by his house before or after all of 
Carl's walks. He consistently stood just a step too close to Jason when they talked, more than once reaching 
out to touch his arm with a laugh. He mentioned that he admired his fit physique, Jason graciously accepting 
the compliment as though it held none of the implication that James had intended. 


Quickly growing weary of making subtle, foiled attempts, James became frustrated at his inability to take 
things a step further. He couldn't read Jason. Was he even gay? Or just a polite guy that didn't pick up on any 
signals? Maybe James had been off his game for too long and wasn't approaching this the right way. 


Therefore, when he asked Jason over to watch a horror movie on Halloween, he figured it would be hard to 
misinterpret that as something other than what it was. They'd be alone together. In the dark. It was as direct 


as he was comfortable being without outright asking him on a date. 


He answered to at least a dozen rings that night before he found Jason behind the door. He'd been followed up 
the short walk by two young kids who hung back, skeptical of the full-grown man in a skeleton onesie. James 
let him step inside before he waggled a couple of Reece's Peanut Butter cups at the waiting children, much in 
the same way he would entice Carl with a bone. They raced up, and muttered a quick, "trick or treat," before 
snatching them out of his hand and heading on to the next house. 


The moment James shut the door and turned around, the temperature rose on the back of his neck. 


Something was different from before. A nervous energy radiated off of Jason as they stood there taking each 


other in. 


"Hey," Jason said, his usual upbeat demeanor dampened by hesitation. He hadn't stepped toward the couch or 
into the kitchen to put away the six-pack he'd brought. He just hung there a few feet from James, unsure 

what to do with himself. He made a move to put his free hand into his pocket but the skin-tight outfit had 

none, and the empty palm fell to his side. 


"Glad to see ya." 
"Glad to be here." 


James noisily stirred his fingers through the candy bowl, toying with the jagged edges of wrappers. He 
straightened his back to try to mask his discomfort with a confident stance, but instantly worried that his 


restlessness had the opposite effect. 


Jason looked himself over and back up at James who was in a plain T-shirt and shorts. "Guess | didn't need to 


dress up." 
"Little tight, don't you think?" he teased, gesturing to the form-fitted costume hugging all of Jason's parts. 


Suspicious eyes countered James. Without knowing him very well, Jason couldn't be sure if James was serious 


or not. At least, that was how James read it, and he backpedaled. 


"Just messing with ya. | like it" He didn't mention that the body-contouring effect of the fabric was the 


reason. "It's fine. | probably should have said | don't usually dress up." 


"Don't worry about it" Jason seemed to have recovered a margin of his usual bearing. "| wore it for Bay to 


Breakers one year and never had the opportunity to wear it again. | don't really go to costume parties." 


"Bay to Breakers, huh?" James pictured Jason's quick feet outpacing the other runners with ease. "I'm sure 
you were very.. aerodynamic." He looked him up and down as he said it, landing on Jason's crotch, his eyes 


flicking back up to his face as soon as he realized they'd lingered. 


Jason smirked. "Sure was." He'd clocked the gaze. James was certain of it. 
The doorbell rang again and they both started, the tone impossibly loud this close to the bell. 


"Here, let me," Jason offered, swapping out the beers for the candy bowl and pushing past James to the door, 
making body contact as he did so. 


A tingle went up James's spine at the touch, and he looked forward to when he could shut the outdoor light 
off and have Jason to himself, uninterrupted. 


There was a palpable tension in the room. James was sure this time that he wasn't imagining it. 

They'd been relatively quiet during the movie, though laughing occasionally at the cheesy parts, and between 
presses of the doorbell, making small talk about the merits of entering a house one knows is haunted. James 
swore Jason had been scooting closer to him on the couch upon each return from dispensing candy to the 


miniature witches, princesses, and ghosts that kept showing up. 


By the time the credits were rolling, James had gotten himself drunk enough that his thinking became murky. 
When Jason got up to grab the bass again, it irked James. Who was he to be so bold without asking? 


He began to experiment playfully, beginning with a mock of the ever-changing Seinfeld theme, his expression 
goofily open-mouthed. When James didn't react, he continued, recreating a variety of common jingles with the 


slap-bass effect, in an attempt to get a rise. 


After failing to procure the expected laugh from James, Jason's silly grin morphed into a visage of true 


concentration as he transitioned into the odd time signature of a familiar Pink Floyd song. 
James felt his heart drop. 


He was transported through time, the ghost image of another long-haired man appearing and just as quickly 
dematerializing before his eyes. 


Pain welled up. 


He flashed fast through anger, then confusion, then tenderness, and eventually landed in the far-flung realm of 


cosmic connection. It reminded him of nights at his old house. Messing around. Flirting. Harmonizing. 


Unable to come to terms with the conflict inside, James resorted to his old defense tactics, nailing up his 


emotions and lashing out. 


"You messed that up," he nitpicked. Jason had played a single wrong note. 


Jason played it again, his eyes questioning. 
"Nope, still isn't right" 
"Fine, you play it” 


James extended one of the legs he had curled up on the couch and poked him with his big toe instead of taking 


the bass. He simply could not. It was easier to deflect. To use his drunkenness as an excuse to be juvenile. 
Jason poked him back. 

They danced along the precipice of a childish, shoving match, each pressing the other ever more forcefully. 
James was a raw nerve, his emotions still close to the surface, but aware of an increasing itch to grab Jason 


and push him into the cushions. His tongue growing desperate to taste Jason's lips. 


James was holding the smaller man at arm's length to avoid another shove to the ribs when Jason, with 


deliberate measure, put the bass onto the floor to make room. He stared James in the eye. 
The air was buzzy between them. There could be no mistake now as to what they were playing at. 


Jason's socked foot trailed up his thigh. Wide-leg shorts allowed it the space to intrude. James seized the 
offending foot, stopping it on its path. 


Pulling himself up until he was looming over Jason, his hand still on the other's ankle, he readjusted, his eyes 
narrowed with intention He moved his hand slowly up Jason's tightly-clad leg, perceiving each curve, each bone 
under his palm, as he made his way to his waist. Jason didn't stop him. Instead, he wound his fingers into the 


hem of James's shirt, the backs of his nails grazing the skin underneath. Between his legs, face to face, James 
finally leaned in. 


It wasn't that James was looking for a relationship, necessarily. 

It simply felt good to be in the company of someone else. A stranger, turned friend, turned something more. A 
previously dormant energy was awakened in the presence of Jason, and James chased that feeling. 

That very next night, Jason made it clear that he wasn't looking for a relationship. He was upfront about it. 


"That's why | didn't react to your advances at first. | knew it would get me into trouble." 


"Until you did" James was examining exactly how the wavy strands of Jason's hair wove together into locks, 
testing the texture and spring. They sat on Jason's living room couch, ignoring the rented VHS that was playing 
at a low volume. "Are you in trouble now?" 

“That remains to be seen" 

James, as was his habit, stayed quiet. 

"Its not personal, though. | just can't get involved right before | leave. | don't wanna go through that again" 
‘Its personal," James told him. "In situations like these. Always personal.’ 

"Maybe." Jason didn't meet his eyes. 

James wasn't going to give up that easily. "We can still fool around though. Doesn't have to mean anything.’ 
"Long as that's ok with you. | don't want to.. " 

"Hurt me?" 

"No, | don't want to hurt you." 

"No one can hurt me again. Trust me. I've been through worse." 


Jason cocked his head, inquiring slate blue eyes reflecting the cathode rays. "What happened?" 


Stiffening, James clenched his teeth, biting back words. Comforting fingers played along his forearm as he 
swallowed hard and tried to come up with something. Anything. 


Nothing. 

Loud now, the silence pressed upon him and he flushed. 
Jason searched his face. 

He turned away. 

"We don't have to talk about it. | shouldn't have pried. Sorry. 


James dismissed the apology with a swift shake of his head. He went back to sipping a beer and watching a 


two-dimensional John McClane scramble frantically through an air vent. 


Halloween had been a taste of water for a man in an endless desert. When he closed his lips over Jason's he 
felt for the first time in the longest time, a flicker. It was sunlight filtering into the depths of his heart, 
refracting off the shattered fragments of broken glass lying at the bottom. He wanted wanted wanted to drink 
more, but he'd been dry so long, he needed to be careful. To moderate his sips. 

They had spent the rest of the evening spooning on the couch, his head upon Jason's heartbeat, his face in the 
cradle of a warm arm. Allowed back inside after the threat of trick-or-treaters had passed, Carl curled up at 


their feet, his immediate trust of Jason a reassurance. 


James had hoped he'd have the guts to take it farther that following night at Jason's, but he was being 
clumsy. Quiet at the wrong times. Out of practice. 


Hans Gruber fell hundreds of feet. Jason silently watched him plummet, but his eyes were unfocused. Surely 


he was wondering why James was holding back 

Hey’ 

A hard jaw accentuated by ghostly illumination rotated in James's direction 
"| just don't wanna talk about it. H's not you" 

"You mean it's not persona" 

His mouth fixed in a hard line, James conceded with a shrug, Jason chuckled. 
"Hts okay. Really, like, dont worry about it. It's the past" 


For lack of a better response, James lifted his shoulders and dropped them again. Jason shifted closer, forcing 
the issue. 


"We can live in the now." 


Hands were upon his face then, pulling him into a kiss. James let himself be dragged in, let his lips fall open to 
meet the teasing tongue with his own. 


A tightly wound string snapped. A dam burst. 


James poured himself into Jason, grasping at his back, his thighs, closing off his mind to all but the physicality 


of the moment. 
Then he stood. He dragged Jason up with him. 


"Where's your bedroom?" 


They didn't fuck the first time. 
It was... different with Jason. 


Hook ups ended with sex. James knew that. Everyone knew that. Start slow, start fast, whatever. Made no 
difference to where it got to in the end. 


Instead, they lay in bed together. 

White sheets. An unfamiliar, dreamy scent of new person, Intoxicating. 

It was spooning. It was hands running up and down bodies. Exploring shapes of muscles, the stick of skin sweaty 
under the sheets, the faint softness under calloused fingertips where bellies had only just begun to lose the 


easy firmness of youth. 


James's skin, a sun-kissed bronze against the creamy paleness of Jason's, was pinpricked by goosebumps, alive 
with anticipation and want. 


He watched his own big hands spread across Jason's back, run from waist to shoulders, and back down again, 


the firm pressure a promise of touch yet to come. 


Forced between James's weight straddled across his ass, and the mattress, Jason stirred and James gave him 


enough breathing room to flip over. 


He slipped his hand right under the elastic of James's underwear without asking, and pulled them down. No 


warning. The surprised eyes belied the confident exterior James had worn when he'd pulled Jason into bed. 
Jason stroked him once from base to tip, his mouth dropping open at the sight and feel. It was always this 
way for James. A lover impressed by the heft they'd discovered hidden in his pants. Jason was predictable, at 
least, in his reaction. 


"Will you fuck me?" Jason asked. 


James bit two teeth into his lower lip, grinding into Jason's hand, urging himself to grow harder. He only 


smiled. 
"A yes? Thats a yes, then, or are you gonna be a tease all night?" 


"Thought you'd like a little teasing," James countered, aware that he still wasn't fully hard and beginning to get 


concerned. 


A shadow passed over Jason's face as he realized it too, the semi-stiffness further softening under his grip. 
"You all good? Something wrong?" 

‘lm rusty," James admitted, 

For all Jason's intensity, he took one look at the ashamed face above him and shifted into comfort mode. 
"That's all right. Kiss me again" 


James complied. Their lips met sweetly, briefly. He moved off and swung the sprightly body on top of his own, 
trapping Jason's hips between his thighs. He'd come up with another solution. 


"You can top if you want to." 

At those words, he felt Jason's cock, pressed through thin fabric against his own, pulse with desire. 

But Jason declined. He wouldn't push him. "Its okay. We don't have to." 

James, melting with gratitude at Jason's tenderness, drew him back in and kissed him deeply. 

Well into the night they found that their hands, their mouths, never tired of being connected. James relished 
each caress he made of Jason's skin. Each handful of soft curls he sunk his fingers into. Completely bare, he 
felt Jason's hand find its way to his waist, to the long backs of his thighs, tugging softly on his balls but 


avoiding his cock with anything but his thrusting hips. 


They'd have been awake until the first gray of dawn had Jason not come in his underwear. Dry humping like 


teenagers still had an effect, which Jason rediscovered much to his own amusement. 


"Better change these," he laughed, stripping the soiled cotton from himself and wiping off. He rose to grab 
another pair, but James reached up and stopped him. 


"Just sleep naked" 
It took no other convincing. Jason tossed the underwear aside and slid back into the warmth of the sheets. 


He fell asleep right away. James watched his face, angelic in the soft moon glow, pass into unconsciousness. The 


next morning James wouldn't remember when it was that he finally closed his own eyes 


Chapter 3 


Author's Notes: 
hoooo0 boy this ifc s taking a long time to complete 


Six years since the accident. 

Left screaming his dead lover's name into the void. 

For a time after, he existed in twilight, forgetting the conversations he had, neglecting to bathe regularly, not 
eating unless forced. 

The only coping mechanism James had ever known had been cursed; his hands thick and dumb, they solidified 
into iron when he tried to pluck the strings of his beloved guitar. Single, tinny notes floated on the air in the 
empty theater of his mind, incoherent, as if their source lay just out of earshot. 

He was a man adrift. 

A series of regrettable choices followed; more than enough for a lifetime. At first, he allowed his despair free 
rein of his body, letting the basest of instincts drive. He collided with strangers, taking person after person to 
bed and remembering little from the experiences, pouring his heart out through his cock. It was never enough. 
So instead, he clammed up. Drowned feelings in bottles. Internalized that which was too difficult to face. He hid 
his guitar away to rest peacefully in his closet alongside the bass, interred eternally in unity behind boxes 
packed with recording equipment. 

He stayed away from the clubs and bars. Weeds grew between himself and the rest of humanity. 

Alone he rode the highways and backroads on his bike, searching out meaning between two wheels, blaming the 
wind in his face for the tears in his eyes. He tried to convince himself that one of these times he'd be struck 
by inspiration, that he would again hear and feel the blossoming of a song in his head, but no tune found him. 
At night he would return to his first-floor apartment, staying up late enough to make certain he was too tired 


to dream. 


Weeds became bushes became trees. 


Grown sick of his stalled-out life he eventually moved away, finding a bigger space to call his own, at least for 
a little while. In the unpacking, he uncovered his guitar, the once-trusted friend turned a wraith in the coffin 
of its case, and the guilt of neglect spurred him to make the radical choice to mount both instruments on the 


wall. 


He dared them to witness him every day in his mundanity, feeding his newly adopted pup, pacing the floors, 


scouring want ads for work. 


This is me now, his deflated presence told the instruments. This is all | am. 


James greeted the dawn alone. 


The twisted lump of blankets next to him was unmistakable evidence that last night hadn't been a dream. 
Propped in a tent shape on the bedside table, a white paper displayed his name, and he snatched it up, eager to 


pore over its contents. 


Help yourself to breakfast. Cereal on the counter. Bowls and cups next to the stove. Finish off the coffee, and lock 
up if you dont mind 


He inspected the handwriting as one would a face, hoping to discern aspects of Jason's personality from the 


slant of his letters, from the jagged the little ‘kiss' haphazardly dashed along the bottom edge. 


Fast. Not neat, but legible just the same. A faint smear of ink showed where the ballpoint had caught and 


pooled before a hand brushed over it to create a tiny, blue, comet tail 


James looked up from the note to the close walls of Jason's room, unfamiliar now in the fresh light of day. 
Pinewood shelves lined with notepads and books contrasted with the outdated, darker stain of paneled walls. 
Small stacks of empty canvases lay in wait, taking up valuable floor space. Atop a rickety writing desk by the 
window, a solitary, thin, sketchbook caught his eye. It stood perched on its edge between a gooseneck lamp and 
a mixed jar of pens and paintbrushes, enticing both in its simplicity and in its notable separation from 
everything else. Curiosity won out over his better judgment and he crossed the room, still nude, to palm 


through the book. 


Rough-edged pages, the fibers warped by the repeated expansion and contraction of liquids layered over time, 
flew through his fingers as he flipped. 


A poem. 
A drawing. 


A crude watercolor of breasts, disembodied and floating above a separate sketch of a beach umbrella pitched 


at a tilt in sand. 


Each page he turned illuminated another fragment of Jason's life, of Jason's recent past. There were scrawls 
of half-finished musings, love notes written in someone else's handwriting, charcoal line-art in the margins, the 
remnant of a thumbprint once stuck into paint and wiped clean. He chuckled at a phone number jotted down in a 
hurried hand that had undoubtedly sought out the closest piece of paper possible and found the sketchbook. 


Underneath it: Domino's 


When he saw it, he knew he'd snooped too far; knew he was seeing things better left for Jason to reveal in his 
own time. And yet, the drippy deliberateness of the letters and that one large word at the end, so poignant, 

so final kept him from shutting away this portal he'd found into Jason's heart between the plain, black covers. 
Knowing he was wrong to do it, he read on 


- holding hands in that quiet part of the park 

- the Russian hat you found at Wally's 

- you calling me "Bird". Knowing no one will ever call me "Bird" again 

- the smell of your hair 

- your mom's vacation house 

- beach days - always got the worst weather 

- laughing in bed in the morning, our cheeks melded together, making love - 


A little sketch of a face with a rounded jawline and a mustache punctuated the page. 


Then 


GOODBYE 


James felt the tear that had been welling in the corner of his eye make a sudden attempt to drop onto the 


page. He managed to wipe it away before it could make its descent. 


He'd been playing a litany back in his mind, a list just like this one, for years. It was less coherent, and it 
changed depending on his mood or his memory, but like Jason's, it was a running tally of the things he missed 
most about his lost love. All things that still lived ever-present in his heart. 


He imagined a thread unspooling from within him, reaching out to the words there on the page, reaching out to 
Jason. It sewed their commonalities together. It connected Jason to him. Jason, who could maybe, just maybe, 


understand his heartbreak. 


Any thoughts James had been entertaining about a casual hook-up were being paved right over. Between the 
long, entrancing night they'd had together and this crushing memento of beauty and pain he'd surreptitiously 


discovered, James could plainly see the road he was on turning in a direction he was reluctant to follow. 


He shut and returned the sketchbook; pulled his clothes on. Downstairs he chugged a room-temperature cup of 


black coffee and gathered his thoughts on the way out the door. 


Carl desperately needed his morning walk, and, for that matter, so did James. 


James barely made it through the rest of the day. He felt like a junkie, looking forward only to his next fix of 


Jason. 


Before withdrawal could set in, the drug was in his house, and James was ordering them delivery, and they 
were drinking mediocre red wine, and he was wrapping his arms around Jason's middle and he was carrying him 


into his meticulously-cleaned bedroom and he was he was he was 
He was really going to do it this time. 


But he felt the nerves creep in again. Exasperating nerves. They betrayed his body exactly when he least 
needed them to do so. 


This time it was every lingering question in the back of his mind that pestered him: his curiosity about Jason's 
past, all the art supplies, that little sketched face. Who? Bird? When? Where or what was Wally's? He couldn't 


very well ask when he was so reticent to divulge any information of his own. 


So before Jason could notice anything was amiss, James was pulling his shirt up. Kissing his belly. Distracting 


him with his mouth. 


He undid buttons and zippers and sank low to Jason's waist. Licked each new square inch of skin that was 
exposed as James slowly pulled down the restrictive underwear. Made Jason gasp. Made Jason moan, shake, cry 


his name out. Held eye contact as he swallowed everything Jason had offered up. 


All other thoughts pushed from his mind by Jason's reactive nature, James was hard by the time he was 
wiping his lips off and coming up to a seat. Not one to waste an opportunity, Jason was soon grabbing at him 
to return the favor, and he let himself be consumed, his cock, for the first time in years, at the mercy of 
something other than his own hand. 


They both fell asleep quickly that night, but when the effects of the wine inevitably woke him at 3 am, James 


lay in his bed, intrusive thoughts swirling again. 

| am getting in too deep. 

Stop fixating on the journal, sketchbook, whatever it was. It wasnt yours to look at 
This is not going to end well. He's leaving. Keep a healthy distance. Its physical 

its only physical 


But James already knew that was a lie. 


